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The Boy Can't Help tt 


The rumbling, rusted out, temperamental Jeep Cherokee pulled into the lot behind the studio. It gurgled and 
sputtered as Nate gave it a little gas to creep through the graveled lot and come to rest next to the old VW 
Golf that Dan was driving. He had been meaning to get the exhaust leak patched up, but other things just kept 
coming up. Nate turned the engine off and took a deep breath, leaning forward to look through the windshield, 
up at the sky. For once, it was warm and sunny. It seemed like the spring rains were finally ending and the 


summer sunshine was taking over. 


Nate stepped out of the Jeep and slid a pair of cheap sunglasses over his blue eyes. He had short 
strawberry-blonde hair which he hid under a backwards baseball hat and stood about 510" inches tall. He wore 
a threadbare t-shirt over his thin frame and a pair of loose-fitting cargo pants that somehow defied gravity 
and clung to his hips. On his feet, a pair of Converse high-tops that had been with him throughout high school 
and college, which he just finished. Nate went to the back to retrieve his bass guitar and amp. He stood for a 
moment, studying the large brick building. He wasn't sure whether to drudge to the front door or if he was 
supposed to go up the steps to the back deck and enter there. Just as he started toward the front, the back 


door opened and Dan called down to him. 


"Up here, Nate!" 


He lifted his chin in acknowledgement and started for the wooden staircase. As he climbed, his heart started to 
beat a little faster. This was a big deal. This could be the lucky break that his band desperately needed. They 
played every gig they could for eight months straight in order to book this studio time. And it wasn't just any 
studio. It was Litho. It was Stone Gossard's studio. There were others in town that were bigger, some even had 
more expensive equipment and boasted a better sound. But none of those were his. None of those came with 
such a pedigree. None of those came with the possibility of picking the man's brain or even hearing a few 
stories. Of course, Nate realized, there was no guarantee he'd even turn up. Just because he owned the place 


didn't mean he showed up for every fledgling band's terrible demo cuts. But still, he hoped. 


Hope gave way to reluctant acceptance as they rolled on into the evening, reworking one of their best songs, 
and there was no sign of Stone. Nate was glad when Dan finally asked the question he'd been wanting to ask all 


day. 
"So," Dan turned to John, the engineer. "Does, uh, does he ever come down?" 

John grunted in reply, "Who?" 

Dan glanced at Nate. "Uh, you know, Stone. 

"Oh. Sometimes, he'll drop by. Not usually, though. He doesn’t like to seem like he's snooping” 


Dan and Nate both exclaimed, "No!" at the same time. They looked at each other and Dan continued, "No, | mean 


we wouldn't think he was snooping.” 
John merely shook his head and pushed back away from the board and walked away. 
"Okay." Dan muttered and bent over the guitar in his lap, trying to work out a new melody. 


The following day, Nate parked in the same spot next to Dan's VW. When he got out of his Jeep, however, he 
immediately smelled chocolate in the air. Deciding they didn't need him in the studio just yet, he followed his 
nose. It led him to a small chocolate factory just down the street. He emptied his wallet and bought two big 
bars: one milk chocolate, one dark chocolate. He was crossing the gravel lot toward the back staircase when 
another car pulled in. It was much quieter than his beast of a Jeep. It barely made a sound as it crunched 
over the gravel. Nate took a big bite of the milk chocolate bar as he turned to watch the car, a slate blue 
Prius. As the driver got out of the car and gave a little wave and smile, Nate attempted to step onto the first 
step and missed it, stumbling forward and dropping his chocolate. He caught himself on one hand as he watched 
the candy bar tumble between the steps and onto the ground. 


"Oh, god," Stone muttered as he hurried forward. He slid a hand under Nate's arm and helped to put him 
upright again. 


Stone Gossard was a tall, thin man in his early forties. He wore glasses that turned dark in the sun. His hair 


was still mostly brown with a bit of silver at the temples and he had a good two or three week old salt and 
pepper beard. Stone wore a black polo shirt and a pair of dark denim jeans along with a pair of brown leather 


boots that also looked like they'd been with him since high school. 
Nate whined as his eyes locked with Stone's. "That chocolate is expensive!" He blurted out. 


Stone smiled and then reached under the staircase and picked up what remained of the bar and offered it to 
Nate. "Five second rule?" 


He agonized over whether to take it or not. One on hand, that chocolate was good! On the other hand, he'd be 
eating it off the ground. In front of Stone, who picked it up and claimed the five second rule. Nate looked from 
it, still in Stone's hand, to Stone's face. With a weak smile, he took the chocolate out of the other man's hand. 


"Thanks." 
lm Stone." He held his hand out for Nate to shake. "Are you in the band working here this week?" 


Nate nodded and took his hand, immediately noting how soft and gentle - and big - it was. "lim Nate." And then 
he realized there was something sticky and warm stuck between their hands. Chocolate. He pulled his hand free 
and immediately started to apologize. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. | just got here and it smelled so good, | had to go 
check it out and | knew they wouldn't need me right away so | went and got some and it's just so fucking good." 


Stone pulled his hand away with a little grin and then his eyes widened as Nate babbled on and on At the f- 


bomb, they both stared in surprise for a moment. 
"Oh, god. I'm sorry." Nate mumbled and slowly started up the steps. 


Inside, Stone went directly to the kitchen sink and washed his hands. Nate stood awkwardly behind him, holding 
the unopened bar in one hand, resisting the urge to lick the chocolate off his other hand. 


Stone turned as he dried his hands with a towel. "Sink's all yours." 


Nate gave him a sheepish grin as he put the chocolate bar down on the counter and stepped up to wash his 


hands. 


Later, Nate glanced up and noticed Stone standing behind John, who sat at the board. The butterflies in his 
stomach made him feel uneasy. His palms were sweaty and his heart was beating fast. Nate reached out to 
grasp the back of a chair and turn it around to sit on He didn't get a full handle on it as his hand slipped 
against the smooth leather upholstery. But he still tried to sit down and missed the seat completely, falling 
down on his backside, sending the chair into a mic stand, toppling it over onto one of the crash cymbals of 


Jerry's kit, making it fall over and hit Jerry on the head as he was bent over, tying his shoe. 


After the clatter and noise died down, Nate mumbled an apology and ignored Jerry's ice cold glare. He slowly 
stood back up, rubbing his butt with one hand while the other adjusted his bass guitar. He glanced at Stone, 


who stared at him with wide eyes, his eyebrows arched, and a barely-there grin on his lips. 


Which made him feel worse: becoming a complete klutz and irritating his friends and embarrassing himself or 
knowing what caused it all? Nate couldn't be sure at first, but with every passing second in the man's 


presence, it became clear to him. It was knowing that he had fallen head over heels, literally, for Stone. 


The next day, the Jeep ambled slowly into the parking lot and Nate happily noted that Stone's Prius was 
already there. Nate pulled the Jeep in behind the little car and turned the engine off. He was excited to see the 
man and hopped out, already looking up at the deck to see if anybody was outside, waiting for him. He grinned 
and raised his hand to say hello when Stone stepped out the door and didn't hear the Jeep groaning behind him. 


But the look on Stone's face above Nate said it all. The Jeep rolled forward and gave the Prius a little love tap, 


cracking its back bumper. 
He whipped around and before he could say anything, Stone was at his side, raking his fingers through his hair. 
Nate mumbled a sheepish, "I'm sorry." 


Nate hated to admit that he was disappointed when he arrived the next day and Stone wasn't there. In fact, he 
was able to accomplish things and stay upright all afternoon due to Stone's absence. He began to wonder if he 
had thoroughly made an ass of himself and now Stone was scared for his safety. While Dan was re-tuning a 
guitar for his next track, Nate turned to the kitchen to make himself a cup of coffee. 


That there were no simple, safe paper cups in the studio both impressed Nate and made him nervous. With 
both hands, he took a ceramic mug off the pegged holder on the wall, grinning to himself as he looked at the 
design. It was a cartoon orange and white cat with a terrified expression hanging from a tree limb with the 
message, "Hang in there, baby" written across the bottom. Nate poured black coffee into the mug and turned 
around to return to sit next to John at the board. As he pulled the chair out, the door opened and Stone 
walked in, looking noticeably better than he did the day before in a long-sleeved t-shirt and skinny jeans and 
sneakers. Nate turned to look at him with a big smile on his face as he continued pulling the chair away from 
the desk He was still grinning at Stone, about to say hello, when his foot got stuck on the wheel of the chair. 
His body was already trying to lower itself into the seat but his leg was caught and Nate fell forward, spilling 
the coffee onto the sound board. 


"Fucking shit, kid!" John bellowed as he jumped to his feet and used two hands on Nate's chest to push him 


away. 
The rest of Nate's band stood as still as statues with shocked, nervous looks on their faces. 


"Shit!" Stone shot Nate a panicked look as he quickly moved to pull the plug on the board. 


| | didn't l'm sorry." Nate sputtered as he back-pedaled into the kitchen counter, hissing in pain when the 
edge of the countertop slammed into his lower back. 


Very calmly, in order to diffuse John and reassure Nate, Stone pointed at the door and simply said, "Go." 
With his head hung low, Nate shuffled out to the deck and sat down on the top step, a half a cup of coffee 
still clutched in his hand. After several long minutes in which Nate replayed everything in his head and felt sick 
to his stomach, Stone stepped out onto the deck and sat down next to him, wiping his hands with the towel. 
"The good news is there was no permanent damage." 

Without looking up, Nate quietly asked, "Whats the bad news?" 

"John hates you." 

Nate groaned and closed his eyes in a cringe. 

Stone smiled and gently bumped his shoulder. "It's fine. But you? You're a bit of a klutz, aren't you?" 

"Not all the time." 

"No? I've known you three days and I'm already considering raising the insurance on the place." 


At that, Nate gave a soft, little huff, his lips curling in a small smile. 


"So, if you're not klutzy all the time, what makes you become klutzy only sometimes? Off your medication or 


something?" Stone smiled as he looked at Nate. 


He remained quiet for a long time, stealing a quick glance at the older man beside him. "Probably just get 


nervous." 

“About what?" 

"Duh. You." 

Stone chuckled. "Me? Why, because | own the place?" 
Nate shook his head. 

"Don't even tell me it's because of the band" 


Again, he shook his head. 


"Then what? Tell me what l'm doing to make you nervous and I'll stop. Before you burn the place down or 


something.” 


Nate sighed and raised a hand to his face. He then turned to look at Stone. "Existing. You're existing and | really 
don't want you to stop doing that." 


Again, Stone chuckled. "Good. | don't think | want to stop doing that, either. Not for a while, anyway." After Nate 
didn't reply, Stone took the mug from his hands and set it down. Then he asked, "Do you think you could 
manage having dinner with me without taking my eye out with a fork or tripping over air and falling into the 
table, or worse, driving us off a cliff?" 


With a helpless smile, he quietly said, "Probably not" 


Stone slowly slid his arm around Nate's shoulders. "Its a good thing for me | like to live dangerously.’ 


